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June 25, 2019

Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions
United States Senate
Washington, D.C. 20510

Dear Senator,

On behalf of the 1.7 million members of the American Federation of Teachers, including
130,000 healthcare professionals, I write to express our views regarding the Lower
Health Care Costs Act 0f 2019. We are glad that Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions
Committee Chairman Lamar Alexander and Ranking Member Patty Murray have once
again found a way to move forward with commonsense bipartisan legislation. Indeed, it
is a testament to their ability to work together that this bill includes numerous
proposals from both Democratic and Republican senators. While there is much more
Congress can do to ensure that quality, affordable healthcare is available—to all—the
Lower Health Care Costs Act is an important first step. We hope that this and other
important healthcare bills do not end up in Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell’s
legislative graveyard. My members, like the rest of the public, desperately need
Congress to fight for their needs, not put them aside for political points.

The AFT believes it is crucial to protect patients and their families from surprise medical
billing. Despite having health insurance, patients are unnecessarily exposed to surprise
medical bills, due to a combination of narrow provider networks, inadequate
information about the network status of providers and covered costs, and the lack of
regulations restricting “balance billing.” These surprise medical bills can run into the
tens of thousands of dollars and leave patients with crippling debt. Patients burdened
with medical debt are too often forced to empty savings and retirement accounts, work
longer hours and take on multiple jobs, increase borrowing, and/or cut back spending
on food, clothing and other basic household items. This practice must end. The AFT is
pleased that the Lower Health Care Costs Act removes the patient from the payment
equation. We are also glad that states are allowed to continue existing effective models
of addressing surprise billing.

We are also encouraged by the proposals in the Lower Health Care Costs Act to reduce
the prescription drug costs that our members face. While it is clear that allowing the
federal government to negotiate drug prices and ensuring the safe importation of
pharmaceuticals are needed to significantly reduce what patients pay for medicine, the
bill’s language to improve access to generics and reduce the ability of pharmacy benefit
managers to overcharge for medicine is a positive step. Similarly, the language to
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improve transparency can only help to bring down costs and reduce the stress of
seeking medical care.

The AFT strongly supports other key elements of the bill that seek to address a number
of concerning public health challenges, including the increased unwillingness to use
vaccines, the needs of communities in underserved areas, and the existence and impact
of implicit bias in maternal care. We recognize that a patient’s health depends not only
on access to high-quality healthcare facilities and professionals, but also on social
determinants such as housing, education, employment, community environment, lack
of transportation and environmental stress. These factors, when combined with a lack
of access to high-quality care and discrimination, can lead to tragic outcomes, as we
have seen with the disparity in maternal death rates. The education and training grants
included in Title IV of the Lower Health Care Costs Act are important steps toward
addressing the challenges described above.

Thank you for considering our views.
Sincerely,

Ay

Randi Weingarten
President
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